








Figure 2. Taper block, screen block with slightly angled 
sides. Photog mph by Ann Swallow. 

Figure 3. Design #5 by Erwin Hauerfor Artsf(JI' Architecture, Inc., 1958. Photograph by 
the aut/un: 
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Figure 4. Design #5 by Erwin Hauerfor Arts for Architecture, Inc., 1958. Photogruph by the i1UthOl: 

broad range of interiors, consonant with the 
architecture of today and tomorrow."27 Screens 
were constructed in stack bond, and the joints were 
smoothed by hand to produce a seamless finish. 
With each unit priced as high as sixteen dollars, these 
elegant and complex blocks were limited to more 
prestigious applications. A list of architects who 
specified the company's products reads like a 
"who's-who" of postwar design: Welton Becket; 
Charles Luckman; Skidmore, Owings, and Merrill; 
Victor Gruen; and Morris LapidUS. With showrooms 
in New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, Dallas, Boston, 
and San Francisco, Arts for Architecture continued 
introducing new wall treatments and screen blocks 
throughout the I 960s. 

A couple of producers developed methods of 
transforming screen block panels into exterior walls. 
In 1963, United Cement Products of Wichita 
introduced "Glow-Core," commercially available 
screen block into which had been formed plastic 
panes. The laborious process involved floating a 
viscous resin on a liquid solution, in which a screen 
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unit had been partially immersed. The one-eighth 
inch resin layer polymerized and bonded to the block 
walls, producing panes that could be slanted, colored, 
marbleized, or made translucent or textured with the 
addition of woven or chopped fiberglass. 28 In 1965, 
Conrad Pickel, a Munich native who ran a stained­
glass studio in New Berlin, Wisconsin, perfected 
setting glass into the cells of screen blocks. Inch­
thick chunks of colored West-Virginian glass were 
hand-hammered into faceted rectangles then laid 
inside the screen block. A layer of epoxy was then 
poured around the glass and allowed to set before 
marble grit was applied to the exterior. After a few 
days of curing, the units were waterproof and quite 
durable. The epoxy allowed the blocks to carry 
structural loads, while an optional second layer of 
glass offered insulation."2,! Both Glow-Core and 
faceted-glass block added a craft dimension often 
lacking in the material. 

By the late 1960s, when architectural grilles were 
passe, screen block manufacturers continued to 
promote the material's one last use in the American 
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Figure 5. Privacy fencing. Photograph by the alit/wI: 

landscape: privacy fencing. One article proclaimed, 
"Crowded house tracts have made privacy almost 
essential, and the rush to outdoor-type living that 
includes swimming pools, patios, and barbecue pits 
has strengthened the demand for economical 
residential fencing," for which screen units could 
provide decorative top courses, full panels, or 
landscape elements. Some producers estimated that 
between 80 and 90 percent of their blocks were used 
for fences, with half purchased by do-it­
yourselfers. JO 

At the nexus of popular design appeal, ease of 
production and installation, ready availability, and 
affordability, screen blocks enjoyed a brief period of 
intense popularity. But their fall was almost as rapid. 
By the late 1960s, the masonry screen wall that 
previously knew "no limitation-either geographic or 
artistic" began to show its age. 51 No new block 
design can sever the link between screen block and 
the Populuxe era. Some contemporary architects 
realized the potential for the masonry screen block to 
turn into a lamentable cliche. Prominent modernist 
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Edward Dart (1922-1975) said of the material in 
1959: "Grille block [is a] special item that will have 
short-lived appeal. They date a structure. They're 
fine today, but what about five years from now?"J2 
A 1959 survey disclosed that some architects 
considered them '''flashy' and 'fleeting in appeal.' 
They ask block producers to take another look at 
these quick-profit items and then junk them."" In 
1979, after screen block's appeal had evaporated, 
Paul Goldberger disparaged Edward Durell Stone's 
New York rowhouse as "a parody of Ed Stone done 
by a clever and malevolent student."J.) Ironically, 
Stone himself wrote, "Architecture is not millinery. 
Fashions pass but buildings remain to become grim 
reminders of transient enthusiasms."35 

The essential components of concrete block are a 
binder (i.e., portland cement), aggregate, and water. 
Once blocks are molded (usually with a hydraulic 
block-making machine with special molds for screen 
block production), they must be cured. The most 
obvious method, air curing, is seldom used in larger 
plants because of its slowness (three to seven days) 
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and uncontrollability. Most large plants cure with 
steam at atmospheric pressure, a procedure that 
gives high early strength and maturity. However, the 
block's ultimate strength is less than if it was air 
cured. 3(, 

There are a handful of cosmetic issues that, if 
handled improperly, can damage a wall's historic 
integrity. Like other masonry, historically unpainted 
screen block should not be painted, whereas painted 
block can be repainted. Exterior block can be 
satisfactorily repainted with acrylic latex paints. 
Acid cleaning should not be undertaken. Some 
screen block, like the ones on Edward Durell Stone's 
buildings, have crushed marble aggregate that 
dissolves easily in even dilute acids. 

Over a period of years, the erosion of semd and 
binder on the horizontal surfaces of unpainted block 
can expose the aggregate. Though perhaps 
aesthetically objectionable, the exposure of the 
aggregate does not compromise the wall's physical 
integrity. Since the only solution is unsightly patching 
or skim coating, the blocks should be left alone. 
However, when confronted with the erosion of 
applied aggregate (such as with blocks by Versa-Tex 
of Kansas City, Missouri, who in 1965 introduced a 
standard screen unit with an exterior of colored 
aggregate), the aggregate should be reattached with 
epoxy. In this case the aggregate is an important 
decorative feature that should be retained. 

Screen walls' most widespread problem is impact 
damage. Small chips rarely harm the overall visual 
effect of a screen wall, so they can usually be left 
alone. In a painted wall, chips can be easily spot 
painted with no further repair. Gluing a shattered 
unit back together with epoxy adhesive is feasible 
only if all the pieces remain. However, reforming a 
damaged block with concrete in-situ is prohibitively 
difficult as matching color and texture are nearly 
impossible. If the damage is severe enough, cutting 
out and replacing individual blocks is most likely the 
best strategy, though this will require a considerable 
amount of labor.37 Replacement must be done with 
care because screen units have such a small bearing 
surface in cross section. Luckily, areas of impact 
damage are usually discrete and isolated, whereas 
systemic damage can threaten the stability and 
longevity of the entire wall. 

Even though screen walls are nonstructural, they are 
more fragile than standard block walls and so can 
exhibit similar stresses and loading failures. 
Movements due to moisture, uneven foundation 
settlement, deflection, and thermal expansion and 
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Figllre 6. Screen block with severe damage: rusting qj'the 
steel joint reil(torcel71ents, uneven settling, and lealling 
out (){plane. This waf{ can be rebllilt llsing the 
undamaged original lin its. 

contraction all cause unsightly, but not necessarily 
structurally serious, cracking. Cracked joints can be 
repointed, though pointing should be done carefully as 
the screen wall is thin and prone to chipping. The 
NCMA recommends that, if needed, control joints 
can be installed to counteract poor design. Because 
screen walls are primarily constructed in stacked 
bond, the control joint will be less noticeable, and this 
may be a better alternative to rebuilding a historic 
screen. 

Rebuilding a wall may be necessary if the settling of 
the column foundations has sheared off units' edges, 
leaving entire panels of block freestanding. Walls 
that lean out of plane or whose steel reinforcements 
have severely rusted may also need rebuilding. In 
these cases, a screen wall can be carefully 
dismantled and the mortar gently removed from the 
edges of undamaged units. The wall can be rebuilt 
with historic units on solid foundations. 
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If it is best to replace badly damaged screen block, 
how does one find replacements? The best solution 
is to use vintage block. Since no one salvages 
screen blocks, replacements can come from less 
prominent areas on the building in question. Panels 
of vintage block can be dismantled to provide vintage 
replacements for isolated spots where new blocks 
would stand out. By rebuilding the entire dismantled 
panel with new block, each panel will appear uniform 
in and of itself. If no blocks can be relocated, new 
ones must be used. Frequently, block producers 
carry a small range of screen block made from 
original molds. The thirty-five statewide masonry 
trade associations can provide lists of local producers 
who still make or stock screen block. If all else fails, 
new molds can be made by hand to produce air­
cured blocks on an individual basis. 

This begs the question, is screen block an artifact to 
be conserved or a product to be replaced? The 
same block designs were produced both by hand and 
by machine, blurring the distinction between artifact 
and product. Conservation of damaged screen block 
is difficult and expensive. Many screen block molds 
and stock can still be tracked down, especially in 
California, where most of the more unusual forms 
originated. My opinion is that the realities of 
conserving individual blocks make it too prohibitive 
for most commercially produced block. When the 
only difference between the new block and the 
damaged block is its age, replacement seems logical, 
if perhaps not very good preservation. This is not to 
say that some blocks do not deserve conservation, 
though. The more handwork involved in a unit's 
production, the more that conservation should be 
considered over replacement. Blocks that were 
machine-produced but hand-finished, like Edward 
Durell Stone's blocks with hand-polished marble 
aggregate, have a dimension of craftsmanship that 
warrants conservation. Blocks with a high level of 
design sense, such as those by Frank Lloyd Wright, 
Lloyd Wright, and Arts for Architecture, should also 
be conserved. Glow-Core and faceted-glass blocks 
began as production units but have been transformed 
into craft objects worthy of conservation. 3x It is 
indeed a thorny issue, where only time will reveal if 
we have made the right decisions. 
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